T he words we choose to use and how and when we use them are important considerations in effective communication. When the words we use become political catchwords, the resulting usages can be very misleading and even deceptive. They can then prompt imprecision and confusion. We find that four words in common political parlance often make us cringe when we hear them used. We do not recommend that these words be stricken from the dictionary or omitted in conversation, nor do we eschew their careful use. However, we do advise that they be used with full appreciation of the expectations that they engender in listeners or readers. We definitely encourage anyone hearing or seeing these words to think carefully about the user's intentions, understanding, and capability to create real meaning. Each of us needs to examine our own clarity of thought when we use these words and to ask whether we are being disingenuous, overly idealistic, or simply naive.
The first cringe word is challenge. This word is used in what we call leaderspeak, when administrators and politicians aim to project an uplifting, positive tone and to avoid depressing their audience. In fact, we confess that we ourselves have used this word in our own ample leadership histories. Nostra culpa. One talks about challenges to inspire subordinates, constituents, and supporters in a constructive way. So why should a perfectly good word like challenge give us angst? For one thing, challenge sets a rather lofty and abstract tenor. More direct and less inspirational words, such as problem, crisis, or obstacle are decidedly negative in connotation, if not denotation-too much so for use by the modern media-savvy leader. But those stark words also convey a sense of urgency that we think is important and that is not similarly conveyed by the word challenge.
When the astronauts on the Apollo 13 mission in 1970 had a life-threatening oxygen tank explosion that damaged their spacecraft's very life support systems, Jack Swigert called home with the message, "Houston, we've had a problem." One cannot mistake the crystal clarity and trenchancy of that communication. He did not say, in inspirational leaderspeak, "Houston, we have a challenge." To have said that would have projected an indifference to the situation that would be inapt at a time when one's life is in the balance. Had either of us been in the control room in Houston and the recipient of such a watered-down message, we would have queried back, "Are you @#$%ing nuts?"
The next word is opportunity. Again, it is in the modern leader's daily lexicon, a hip-pocket word used to inspire voters or cajole subordinates into taking action for the most noble of reasons. You rarely hear today's leaders talking in clear, urgent do-or-die terminology-perhaps because they do not want to be accused of hyperbole or of crying wolf. For the Apollo 13 crew, we can be absolutely certain that they did not view the jury-rigged carbon-dioxide-scrubbing system that they constructed with duct tape as something that came from an "opportunity" they realized they could capitalize on. No alternative existed. For the Apollo 13 crew, it was either develop a workable and effective solution to the crisis at hand and survive or fail to do so and die.
The third word is restore. Our species seems to believe that whatever it puts asunder it can restore to its original pristine state. Perhaps this can be done in some situations, but as Four Words that Can Make Us Cringe CHRISTOPHER F. D'ELIA AND GENE E. LIKENS we know from experience, the more likely answer is that it cannot. We fall short of that objective. In reality, when we elect to restore an ecosystem, it is often to a state less desirable than the original, and we do it because we have left ourselves little other alter native. Sometimes, the limiting factor is technical, and we simply do not know how to restore the original condition. Sometimes, it is that we have set in motion a set of irreversible changes that preclude restoration. Sometimes, the job may be doable, but the availability of funds, human resources, or tools may be insufficient for the task. And sometimes, it is because we cannot agree politically on the nature of the problem; on the desired restoration state we want to achieve; or as we so often see now, to make necessary investments.
The last word is sustainable. If ever there were a word designed to be a circumlocution for bad news, sustainable is it. Humans hate change and the uncertainty that change brings with it. What we want, in general, is for things to be what they were at the best times of our lives-typically when, as children, we had parents who did all the worrying for us and took the risk out of our lives.
Each of us has a different framework for defining what we mean by sustainable, and one person's idea of something sustainable may be very different from another's. So when we strive to achieve sustainability, our target is typically a very mushy and indefinable one. And in many cases, we would argue that something sustainable is really not sustainable in the first place. So sustainability may in fact be an oxymoron in those cases. According to the World Commission on Environment and Development, sustainable development is "development that meets the needs Viewpoint of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." That is one of the better definitions for sustainable development that we have heard, but it falls far short of reality to us. It strikes us as just an attempt to sugarcoat a very bitter pill.
Put it all together in the context of human-induced climate change from the burning of fossil fuels, and the four "cringe words" are often juxtaposed in single paragraphs by various organizations and world leaders. (Try doing a Web search incorporating those four words if you do not believe that to be true.) Yes, accelerated sea level rise presents a serious challenge as well as an opportunity to restore our planet Earth to a sustainable state, but a platitudinous statement like that just sounds too good, too abstract, and too distant in the future, and so, to paraphrase Gone with the Wind's Scarlett O'Hara, we will just think about it tomorrow. We would argue that the problems that we face are certainly very real, very imminent-perhaps even life threatening to too many of us-and that there is a high probability that what we are doing to our planet, which the late, eminent ecologist Eugene Odum called "Spaceship Earth," could have dire and disastrous consequences.
With reference to the Apollo 13 astronauts, suppose that, instead of saying what they said in their radio transmission back to Mission Control, they said the following, "Houston, we have a challenge, and this presents us with the opportunity to restore this capsule to a sustainable space vehicle for our return to Earth." Would anyone have taken them seriously?
Perhaps we need to rethink the words we are using as we talk about anthropogenic climate change and many of the other problems that an overpopulated planet creates. Restoring Earth's climate to a desirable and "sustainable" state may be unachievable, unaffordable, and not technically possible with presently available tools. In rethinking our predicament, we might, as a species, own up to some of our responsibilities as dominant members of our small and precious planet's complex and vulnerable biosphere. There is always a distant hope that scientific projections about the causes and effects of climate change are wrong. But can we afford to take that chance? If we do decide to act, will it be too late, and will we have the wisdom to make the right choices about how to solve the problem? These are the $64,000 questions for which the answers will determine how the next generation will be able to live off the vital yet finite natural resources of our planet. 
